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Theodore	 Roosevelt	 and	William	Howard	 Taft	 both	 expressing	 vehement	 opposition	 during	 their	 cam-










In something like 19 states, there’s a bill, or laws have already changed. Whether it’s Illinois or 
Pennsylvania, [states are changing] how they’re approaching the property tax exemptions. And 
hospitals [are] losing their exempt status. Churches [are] losing their exempt status for part of their 
property because [government] coffers are bare and they’re looking at creative ways to fill the cof-
fers. They’re looking at the sector in very different ways.
Whether	the	pressures	are	directly	attributable	to	empty	government	coffers	or	to	other	causes,	the	sense	
of	pressure	is	unmistakable.	Those	working	in	the	philanthropic	sector	often	have	a	sense	of	being	besieged.









focused	on	 the	way	 these	circumstances	have	placed	 foundations	 in	 the	center	of	policymaking.	Who	
ought	to	have	the	final	say	over	such	public	projects?	As	one	participant	put	it:	
[The foundations are] making public investments and yet they’re doing it behind the wall. They 
struggle with trying to figure out what it means to be transparent, how transparent we need to be, 
how accountable we should be, what’s appropriate, what’s not appropriate. . . . It’s not a conver-
sation about your legal requirements. . . . It’s a different conversation about what your obligation 
is to the communities that you serve. 
This	question	is	not	restricted	to	Detroit	of	course.	Foundations	are	stepping	into	the	public	arena	in	bolder,	
and	sometimes	more	prescriptive,	ways.	One	participant	raised	a	concern	over	the	Zuckerberg	investment	
in	Newark:	“[He] and his staff can go in and negotiate massive reforms in the Newark school system, none 
of which went through any level of public process, in return for this big gift.”
6II. Impact, Effectiveness, Institutional Accountability















for	 instance,	publishes	Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best,	which	 suggests	ways	 foundations	ought	 to	
improve	their	“relevance	to	nonprofits,	the	economically	and	socially	underserved	Americans	and	society	
as	a	whole.”	These	include	donating	half	of	grant	dollars	“to	benefit	lower-income	communities,	commu-
Detroit: Foundations and Public Policy
Detroit	 faces	 a	 daunting	 set	 of	 challenges.	 Its	 popula-
















“When	 nine	 American	 foundations	 this	 month	





























I worry a little bit that we have a public process for distributing public dollars; it’s called government, 
and it’s got all the transparencies that we know about. . . . It seems to me that this was created 
because there’s a need for a process to distribute public dollars that is not as transparent and 
involved in public participation as government is, and if you say . . . foundations should operate . . . 
just like government . . . live-stream their board meetings, be open to the Sunshine Act, and Freedom 











What’s happened with the confluence of data transparency and accountability is with all good inten-
tions. It’s very easy for institutions to provide all of that, and do nothing but obfuscate, because the 
other, the “to whom,” the public has no capacity, time, interest, or guidance in making sense of it.
But	participants	 also	 spoke	of	 less	benign	motives	 for	 transparency.	According	 to	one	participant,	 the	
intent	of	issuing	large	amounts	of	data	can	be	institutional	survival:	
The function of accountability was to stop government, to get government off their backs. . . . It 
was, “what do we need to do in order to have them not tell us what to do and to steer our dollars 
in a way that’s different?”
8Another	added:	
The intent is to protect the institution. The question is, does that protect the institution? Does that 
obfuscation help or hurt? [Foundations] believe, I think with honor, that it helps the institution, and 
it protects them and it’s justified.
Even	if	well	intentioned,	efforts	to	be	transparent,	without	also	creating	context	for	the	information,	can	
create	problems,	as	one	participant	maintained:	
My personal feeling is that we are massively, unbelievably wrongheaded about metrics. . . . In the 
end, we need some smart person, or librarian or whoever, to take all that data and process it, and 
be able to develop a relationship where you can have a conversation about performance that is 
coherent, where you can say, “So here’s the deal. We’ve looked at this [data], and so it does look 
like this school’s getting a little better, but when we look at it, it’s really the kids from that side of 
Broadway, not this side of Broadway.” To actually make sense of it. . . . The caring act of saying, “I 
can’t just give you the data.” It’s like this [the Obama] administration that tells everybody, “Look 
at all the data that’s on our website.” I mean in the end, it’s just not helpful.
Mark Zuckerberg’s Gifts:  
Flexibility vs. Transparency
In	 September	2010,	 Facebook	 cofounder	Mark	Zucker-
berg	appeared	on	Oprah	along	with	then-Newark,	New	
Jersey,	mayor	Cory	Booker	and	Governor	Chris	Christie	















The	 American	 Civil	 Liberties	Union	 filed	 an	Open	 Pub-
lic	 Records	 Act	 request	 with	Mayor	 Booker’s	 adminis-
tration	 for	 more	 information,	 which	 the	 government	
denied,	stating	there	was	no	relevant	information	to	be	





foundation,	 the	 Silicon	 Valley	 Community	 Foundation.	
This,	too,	is	generating	controversy	as	the	nature	of	the	
gift	makes	it	difficult	for	the	public	to	determine	how	the	
money	will	be	spent.	According	to	the Wall Street Journal:
“‘Community	 foundations	 are	 popular	 targets	
[for	 such	 gifts]	 because	 they	 allow	 donors	 to	
shield	 the	 ultimate	 recipients	 of	 their	 largesse,’	
said	 Melissa	 Berman,	 an	 adjunct	 professor	 at	
Columbia	 University	 who	 teaches	 courses	 on	
philanthropic	strategy.
“‘Using	 a	 community	 foundation	 like	 this	 gives	
people	like	Zuckerberg	and	his	wife	more	privacy	
in	 their	 giving,’	 Berman	 said.	 Such	 groups	 have	
to	 say	where	 their	money	 goes,	 but	 not	where	













And	 while	 the	 foundation’s	 press	 release	 said	 they	





major	 reforms	 in	 a	 troubled	municipal	 school	 system.	









much.	 Nowak	 became	 the	 focal	 point	 of	 public	 com-
plaints	 as	 the	 foundation	 ceased	 giving	 to	 long-time	
grant	 recipients.	 For	 his	 part,	 Nowak	maintained	 that	
only	large	changes	would	have	the	needed	effect.	In	an	
early	interview,	he	said:
“‘You	 shift	 expectations	 not	 simply	 by	 shifting	
policy.	You	shift	expectations	by	supporting	great	











Another	 local	 website,	 Philebrity.com,	 reported	 that	
“jubilation	 [was]	 in	 the	 air”	 at	 local	 nonprofits	 over	
Nowak’s	departure,	as	a	community	frustrated	with	the	
changes	 reacted.	 One	 online	 commenter	 complained:	
“William	Penn,	like	all	other	major	granting	organizations,	



















The	 idea	 that	 philanthropy	 should	 seek	 results,	may	 seem	 so	 obvious	 as	 to	make	 the	modifier	
outcome-oriented	superfluous.	But	despite	the	increasing	belief	that	the	work	of	the	sector	should	
rest	on	goal-oriented,	evidence-based	strategies,	very	few	donors	actually	follow	these	principles.11 
Collective	 impact,	meanwhile,	 is	 a	way	of	 applying	 this	 approach	on	 a	more	 communitywide	 level.	 In	
a	Stanford Social Innovation Review	 article	 entitled,	 “Collective	 Impact,”	 John	Kania	 and	Mark	 Kramer	
describe	the	key	elements:	a	common	agenda,	shared	measurement	systems,	mutually	reinforcing	activi-
ties,	continuous	communication,	and	a	“backbone	support	organization.”12 




[The	problem	 is]	 the	 fundamental	deficiency	of	 the	 science-based	approach	 to	 solving	human	








There’s a rather strong strain . . . of foundations now deciding that they know what the problem 
is and that they know what the solution is and that they’re now going to be subcontracting [with 













The joke is that if you worked at a venture capital firm and you made ten bets, and one of them was 
a raging success, and two were medium-size successes, and seven were failures, you would get a 
raise, and a promotion, and a bigger office. And if you’re a program officer at a foundation and 
made ten grants, and one was a big success, two were medium successes, and seven were failures, 
you’d be polishing your re´sume´.
Another	participant	agreed:
We’re not dealing with the easy problems in philanthropy, right? So, you are throwing the Hail 
Mary passes here, and we should be owning the fact that you’re going to have a very low hit rate 
when you’re making these kinds of investments. If they were easy, government would do it.
A	further	exchange	between	two	participants	illustrates	the	tension:
You can experiment and learn things, and maybe not have a grand success but advance the field, 
because you’ve learned things, and taken risks, and tried things that other people wouldn’t do. 
Isn’t that part of how we should define success in philanthropy?
III. Accountability: “It’s about Relationships”
 
Research	suggests	that	there	is	a	gap	between	the	institutional	view	of	accountability	and	what	citizens	
mean	when	 they	 think	 about	 it.	 “The	public’s	 starting	point	 on	most	 aspects	 of	 accountability	 is	 dra-
matically	different	 from	 that	of	most	 leaders,”	 according	 to	 a	 recent	Public	Agenda/Kettering	 Founda-






























on	 improving	 higher	 education	 outcomes	 for	 low-
income	people.	Its	methods	have	sparked	considerable	
controversy.	 The Chronicle of Higher Education (which	
receives	funding	from	Gates)	described	what	it	calls	the	
“Gates	effect”:
“The	 foundation	 wants	 nothing	 less	 than	 to	
overhaul	 higher	 education,	 changing	 how	 it	 is	
delivered,	 financed,	 and	 regulated.	 To	 that	 end,	
Gates	has	poured	hundreds	of	millions	of	dollars	
into	 getting	 more	 students	 to	 and	 through	 col-
lege,	 in	 an	 effort	 to	 lift	more	Americans	 out	 of	
poverty.	.	.	.
“Five	 years	 into	 an	 ambitious	 postsecondary	 pro-






formed	 among	 the	Obama	White	 House,	 other	
private	 foundations,	 state	 lawmakers,	 and	 a	
range	 of	 policy	 advocates,	 all	 of	 whom	 have	
coalesced	 around	 the	 goal	 of	 graduating	 more	
students,	more	quickly,	and	at	a	lower	cost,	with	
little	discussion	of	the	alternatives.	Gates	hasn’t	
just	 jumped	 on	 the	 bandwagon;	 it	 has	 worked	





ing	 from	 research	 commissioned	 by	 Gates	 and	 advo-
cated	by	staff	members	who	move	between	the	govern-
ment	and	the	foundation	world.
“Higher-education	 analysts	 who	 aren’t	 on	 board,	
forced	to	compete	with	the	din	of	Gates-financed	
advocacy	and	journalism,	find	themselves	shut	out	
of	 the	 conversation.	 Academic	 researchers	 who	
have	 spent	 years	 studying	 higher	 education	 see	
their	 expertise	bypassed	 as	Gates	moves	 aggres-
sively	to	develop	strategies	for	reform.”17 







As	one	 roundtable	participant	put	 it,	“I think that’s a way to look at this whole conversation. Account-
able to whom and how?”	Like	many	kinds	of	institutions,	foundations	seeking	a	public	relationship	have	
choices.	Consequently,	another	participant	pointed	out,	“It’s not always a foregone conclusion that the 
accountability is to the public. Sometimes the accountability is to a mission.”
But	as	funders	call	for	more	mission	“impact,”	their	actions	may	appear	increasingly	unilateral	and	unac-
countable	to	their	grantee	organizations.	One	participant	said:
The only way to get work is for these organizations to turn into pretzels. The authenticity of their 
experience on the ground and the knowledge that they have based upon all of that, becomes 
for naught because the foundations have decided. And I think that’s part of the reason for the 
reaction—for saying, “Government, do something! Make them more accountable!” Because 




IV. A Relationship of Respect and Clarity
Results	 and	 good	 process	 are	 necessary	 but	 not	 sufficient.	 Relationships	 also	matter.	 One	 participant	
summed	it	up: “It’s not just relationships, and it’s not just outcomes or metrics. It’s both.” 
Another	 participant	 suggested	 that	 transparency	 is	 important	 in	 this	 relationship,	 but	 not	 the	 data-
driven	and	potentially	obfuscating	“data	dump”	variety	noted	above.	What	is	required,	he	said,	is	trans-
parency	about	motives:
Perhaps you want to be more transparent to grantees, because grantees are carrying out what 
you want to have carried out, and so that’s a partnership, and so part of that partnership is for 
the grantee to understand. I’m thinking, be more transparent about your goals, for the grantee to 
understand what you want to achieve together.







It has to do with intent. It has to do with openness, and it’s got to do with being willing to get 
feedback, and being willing to be criticized, and being willing to change. And if the mindset of 
people is such that the intent is to engage, then that’s where accountability does become rela-
tional, where they are willing to get the feedback, and engagement, including negative. Then 
it’s truly transparent, and it’s really clear. And that’s the difference between minimum required 




On the one hand, it’s very difficult to define what the accountability is. . . . On the other hand, there 
is a deep discontent among grant recipients, including the ones that get the money, with the way 








to	define	and	clarify	 issues	of	transparency,	 impact,	strategy,	and	mission.	And	they	recognized	that	 in	
responding	to	a	changing	world	it	will	be	useful	for	philanthropy	to	engage	with	these	issues	as	a	sector.	
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About the Kettering Foundation
The	Kettering	Foundation	is	a	nonprofit	operating	
foundation	rooted	in	the	American	tradition	
of	cooperative	research.	Kettering’s	primary	
research	question	is,	what	does	it	take	to	make	
democracy	work	as	it	should?	Kettering’s	research	
is	distinctive	because	it	is	conducted	from	the	
perspective	of	citizens	and	focuses	on	what	people	
can	do	collectively	to	address	problems	affecting	
their	lives,	their	communities,	and	their	nation.	
The	foundation	seeks	to	identify	and	address	
the	challenges	to	making	democracy	work	as	it	
should	through	interrelated	program	areas	that	
focus	on	citizens,	communities,	and	institutions.	
The	foundation	collaborates	with	an	extensive	
network	of	community	groups,	professional	
associations,	researchers,	scholars,	and	citizens	
around	the	world.	Established	in	1927	by	inventor	
Charles	F.	Kettering,	the	foundation	is	a	501(c)(3)	 
organization	that	does	not	make	grants	but	
engages	in	joint	research	with	others.
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